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For assessment to have an impact on student achievement, teachers need to see assessment as an integral part of the instructional 
process rather than as an evaluation device to determine students’ grades. The present study aimed at exploring how language 
teachers conceive language assessment and whether these conceptions differ according to teaching experience. Accordingly, 
prospective language teachers and language teachers with different years of teaching experience were asked to describe 
‘language assessment’ using a metaphor. Metaphors obtained from the written descriptions of the participants were analyzed and 
separated by themes. The conceptions that were revealed were then compared and contrasted to see whether experience plays a 
role in the beliefs of language teachers regarding language assessment. 
 





 Assessment is an integral part of the instructional process. It establishes where learners are at present and what 
level they have achieved; it gives learners feedback on their learning; it diagnoses learners’ needs for further 
development; and it enables the planning of curricula, materials, and activities (Alderson, 2005). The importance of 
the teachers’ role in assessment is inevitable as they are the core of this process: making decisions about the process 
of the lessons, determining the strengths and weaknesses of alternatives available to them, making selections on 
their experience and making judgments about their learners’ progress (Rea-Dickins, 2004).  
 Research shows that teachers’ conceptions of assessment affect their teaching and assessment practices (Black & 
Wiliam, 1994; Leung, 2004; Pajares, 1992; Shohamy, 2004; Brown, 2011). Then it is important to understand how 
the teachers perceive of assessment. The purpose of this study is to explore how language teachers conceive of 
assessment. Accordingly, following questions were asked: (1) How do teachers and prospective teachers perceive 
language assessment? (2) Is there a difference among the conceptions of prospective, less experienced and more 
experienced teachers regarding assessment?   
 
2. Data Collection and Analysis 
  
 Participants of this study include 53 students in pre-service education (prospective teachers) and 47 English 
teachers (practicing teachers). Prospective teachers were senior students in the English Language Teaching 
department and of the practicing teachers, 23 had less than 5 years of teaching experience and 24 had more than 5 
years. 
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 In order to reveal 
reason for their choice. Metaphors are important for lea
 
 The following stages were followed to analyze the data obtained from the participants: coding and sorting, 
developing themes, and validating. In the coding and sorting stage, the metaphors with their entailments were 
alphabetically listed and the ones that did not qualify as metaphors were omitted. In the second stage, the 
entailments from elicited metaphors were explicated and emerging themes were categorized. Initially, 9 themes 
emerged. To determine the validity of these categories, the themes and the categories were discussed with two 
university lecturers who have experiences in language assessment. In view of these discussions the themes that were 
close in their entailments were grouped into four larger categories. As a final step, the metaphors obtained from the 
prospective teachers, the teachers with less than 5 years of teaching experience, and the teachers with more than 5 
years of teaching experience were sorted. A total of 73 metaphors were identified (38 from prospective teachers, 18 
from less experienced teachers and 17 from more experienced teachers). 
 
3. Findings and Discussion 
  
 Analysis of the 73 metaphors revealed four main themes: assessment as a formative tool (37%), a summative 
tool (23%), something agitating (21%), and a sign of self-efficacy (19%). Table 1 presents the frequency and 
percentages of the metaphors in each theme for each group of participants. Assessment as a formative tool received 
the highest percentage among these four themes, which shows that there is a tendency among teachers to view 
assessment as promoting learning. 
beliefs. In an exam-oriented country where this study took place, emphasis is placed more on the scores as outcomes 
and measures of abilities. It would be unlikely to expect these teachers conceive assessment as a way to promote 
learning. However, the results in this study might show that the recent attempt by the Ministry of Education and 
Higher Education Institution in Turkey to shift from a teacher-centered to a learner-centered approach (MEB, 2006) 
had positive results. Although high-stakes tests are still commonly used at all levels of education, teachers value 











Assessment as a formative tool 13 (18%) 7 (10%) 7 (10%) 27 (37%) 
Assessment as a summative tool 6 (8%) 6 (8%) 5 (7%) 17 (23%) 
Assessment as something agitating 7 (10%) 3 (4%) 5 (7%) 15 (21%) 
Assessment as a sign of self-
efficacy  
12 (16%) 2 (3%) -- 14 (19%) 
TOTAL 38 18 17 73 
 
 
 In the following sections of this paper, these themes are analyzed and discussed separately. The frequency and 
percentage of metaphors within each group of participants have been calculated in order to see whether experience 
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3.1 Assessment as a formative tool 
 
 Twenty-seven out of 73 metaphors fell into the under assessment as a formative tool category. These show that 
assessment is seen as an ongoing process ( -up, lifelong learning, 
deep-sea diving checking a road 
map, a box ready to be opened, a window with a lot of angles) and as a way to promote learning through feedback (a 
close friend who shows you the way, a road with traffic lights), all of which are indications of formative assessment 
practices (Black & Wiliam, 2004; Tunstall and Gipps, 1996). These teachers do not limit their assessment practices 
 
 As seen in Table 2, all three groups of participants produced metaphors for this theme in similar percentages. It is 
possible to assume that regardless of experience, teachers are aware of the positive effects of formative assessment 
 
 
Table 2.  
 
 Prospective teachers Less experienced teachers More experienced teachers 
Metaphors for each group 13 (34%) 7 (39%) 7 (41%) 
Total metaphors 38 18 17 
 
3.2 Assessment as a summative tool 
 
 The metaphors that were grouped under the category of assessment as a summative tool were indicators of 
summative assessment: assessment that shows the end product (end of a journey, harvesting the crop, a finish line of 
a marathon) and assessment to grade a policeman who fines you, the medal received at the end 
of a race
performance, which indicates summative assessment. 
 When the percentages of the total number of metaphors are analyzed (Table 1), there seems to be no difference 
among the three groups of participants. However, analyzing metaphors separately for each group shows that 
 assessment conceptions (Table 3). Assessment was conceived as a 
summative tool least by practicing teachers; only six out of 38 metaphors of prospective teachers were related to this 
(16%). 
 This result is perhaps due to the pre-service education. The focus of instruction in some pre-service courses (e.g. 
Language Testing and Assessment) is mainly on the ways to use assessment formatively. Perhaps this focus has led 
the pre- th are necessary for 
different reasons (Lambert & Lines, 2000). It might be stated in this study that practicing teachers are more aware of 




 Prospective teachers Less experienced teachers More experienced teachers 
Metaphors for each group 6 (16%) 6 (33%) 5 (29%) 
Total metaphors 38 18 17 
 
 
3.3 Assessment as something agitating 
 
 Conceiving assessment as something agitating was the third most frequent metaphor that emerged from the data. 
Metaphors associated to this were mainly about fear (a monster, opening a can of worms, an enemy, a ghost, a 
tarantula) and difficulty (catching a fish in the desert, chaos, a road of struggle, a difficult math problem). To 
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conceived. In a conference, Alderson (2005) defined language testing as something technical, secret, full of 
forbidding jargon, remote from teachers and teaching, and thus ignorant of the goals and the realities of the language 
classroom. It is very common to have such negative beliefs about testing; however, it is necessary for teachers and 
learners to make a distinction between the terms of testing and assessment. Unlike testing, assessment, as Alderson 
puts forth, helps teachers establish where their learners are at present and what level they have achieved, give them 
feedback on their learning, and diagnose their needs for further development. Though not very high in percentage, 
considering assessment as something agitating probably occurred because of confusion between testing and 
assessment.  
 
Table 4. Teachers Conceptions of Assessment as Something Agitating 
 
 Prospective teachers Less experienced teachers More experienced teachers 
Metaphors for each group 7 (18%) 3 (17%) 5 (30%) 
Total metaphors 38 18 17 
 
 Teaching experience seems to have only a small effect on this theme (Table 4). More experienced teachers (30%) 
conceive assessment as a negative factor more than prospective (18%) and less experienced teachers (17%). The 
reason might be due to the new approach to education in Turkey. The new focus on a learner-centered approach 
inevitably led to some changes in the assessment practices of teachers. This period was troublesome for most of the 
teachers as they had to attend seminars and change their assessment practices. Another reason might be the negative 
washback effect of the national exams that the students have to sit for in order to continue their education in the next 
stage. Since these exams have multiple-choice types of items, teachers have difficulty in achieving the intended 
communicative objectives. Experiencing such problems, practicing teachers might see assessment as something 
agitating. 
 
3.4 Assessment as a sign of self-efficacy 
 
 The metaphors generated in this category were mainly related to reflection of oneself (seeing yourself in the 
-portrait) and professional satisfaction (an advertisement, a masterpiece of a cook, 
building a house, writing a book, finishing a poem). It is possible to suggest that these two subthemes refer to the 
notion of self-efficacy. Bandura (1994) defines self-
certain level of achievement. Such beliefs determine how people feel, think about and motivate themselves. Teacher 
self-
their students will be their work of art, representing them. Interestingly, this motivation was not present for the more 
experienced teachers (Table 5). Prospective teachers seemed to have the highest self-efficacy level, as 12 out of 38 
metaphors (32%) were related to this concept. This might show that the less experienced teachers are, the more 
motivated they are to be successful in their career. 
 
Table 5. Assessment as a Sign of Self-Efficacy 
 
 Prospective teachers Less experienced teachers More experienced teachers 
Metaphors for each group 12 (32%) 2 (11%) -- 
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4. Conclusion and Implications 
 
 This small study 
perceptions. For instance, Brown and Remesal (2012) state that, teachers in New Zealand use assessment to improve 
instruction and to evaluate student learning. Brown (2011) mentions five conceptions of assessment: improving 
learning and teaching, being ignored and inaccurate, being bad, measuring school quality validly, and grading 
students. Some of these conceptions have also been found in this study. 
 Analysis of the metaphors produced by the teachers in this study revealed two main conclusions. Teachers, in 
general, view assessment as being embedded within instruction. In other words, they perceive assessment as a way 
to provide evidence of teaching and learning. As Rea-Dickens (2004) states, teachers are agents of the assessment 
conceptions are reflected in classroom practices, which this study cannot answer, we can regard this finding as 
promising. Recent focus in formative assessment in pre-service and in-service teacher education programs should 
keep going. 
 The other noteworthy conclusion is the one related to teacher self-
idea that teachers self-
prospective teachers and a small number of less experienced teachers associated assessment with this concept brings 
about two possible suggestions. Experienced teachers value themselves too highly and thus do not need to provide 
evidence of their teaching effectiveness, or experienced teachers lose their motivation for effective teaching. 
Whatever the reason, it is important to keep teachers motivated and perhaps organize some in-service teacher 
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